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ISSUE:  Within many HIV risk-reduction programs, students learn several threatening facts about 
HIV infection and AIDS.  When these facts are reinforced with discussions about students’ risk 
for contracting the disease, intense anxiety should develop. These programs then hope that the 
anxiety will be a motivating force that leads the students to engage in safer sexual behaviors.  Yet, 
this anxiety may instead motivate students to implement maladaptive defensive responses that just 
reduce their anxiety and thus leave them vulnerable to HIV. 
SETTING:  HIV education and prevention intervention sites, from classrooms to public health 
clinics 
PROJECT:  Identifying and understanding these defensive responses is an important first step 
toward eliminating these responses.  This understanding requires a consideration of the four steps 
that a message goes through as it is processed.  After each stage of this process, defensive coping 
strategies can be identified that will prevent further processing of the message.  Four of these 
strategies are highlighted in this presentation. 
RESULTS:  Attention avoidance occurs prior to focal attention, when students may 
indiscriminately avoid all messages.  Following focal attention but prior to comprehension, 
blunting of threatening information can occur.  Thought suppression can occur following 
comprehension, preventing students from forming inferences about the message’s self-relevance.  
Finally, counterargumentation is a biased assessment of the message that can occur after self-
relevant inferences are drawn.  Evidence for these defensive coping strategies will be presented. 
LESSONS LEARNED:  This presentation explains several reasons why null or negative results 
may occur with HIV prevention efforts.  Some of the language used when describing defenses 
and denial has now been refined, and may suggest alternative measures of effectiveness when 
pretesting the impact of particular HIV prevention messages. 
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